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STAMMERING

FREDERICK MARTIN
Board of Education, New York, N. Y.

IN the city of New York alone there are 30,000 stammerers,
of whom 8,000 are of school age. Statistics computed by the

Adjutant-General of the United States Army show the vital nec-
essity for a department of speech improvement in all of our large
cities. Ignorance of this subject is appalling among those who
have the care of children* This is due to the paucity of efficient
literature. Teachers and parents have been compelled to depend
upon the misleading advice of friends who would suggest innum-
erable panaceas, the majority of which but serve to aggravate
the condition. Many cities have already adopted a definite pro-
gram for the pedagogical correction of stammerers and there is
little doubt that, before many years, the universal school curricu-
lum will adequately provide for these sufferers and all those with
cognate defects of speech.

It is almost impossible to approximate the economic cost of
stammering. It impairs the mental growth of the sufferer, causing
self-repression. The defect interferes with the expression of ideas
as well as the utilization of potential energy in the business or
social world. With the lack of speech control there is not only less
opportunity for the development of intellectual capacity, but
there is a tendency to a lowering of the moral stamina. Speech,
which differentiates man from the animal, is the greatest weapon
of his brain in the fight for advancement. Business men recognize
that voice is an economic asset, and many corporations refuse to
employ those suffering from a defect of it. The Government has
recognized this menace by refusing to permit immigrants who
stammer to enter the country, because of the great probability of
their becoming public charges. The many stammerers who leave
school early in life, and begin at once to retrograde because of their
defect, could readily be influenced to continue their education if
hope of cure were held out to them. They know only too well the
difficulties that lie between them and a livelihood in the business
world. Among those who remain in school, the presence of the
defect is usually the cause of retardation in class advancement of
from one to three years. Such children fail to keep pace with
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288 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF SPEECH EDUCATION

pupils of equal Intelligence mainly because of the Ignorance of
teachers of ways and means of eliminating the defect. The child
handicapped with a defect of phonation often appears mentally
Inferior because of Ms peculiar hesitancy and timidity in speech*
Where he Is able to keep up with his class, it Is at a cost of so much
mental and physical suffering that the nervous system and mental
disposition are often harmfully affected*

It Is vitally important that stammering be corrected In the
schools, not only on account of those so afflicted but for the good
of normal pupils who may, through association or mimicry, ac-

Stammering, according to Its universally accepted meaning In
English, is a halting, defective utterance. The sufferer has diffi-
culty In starting a word or in passing from one letter to another.
I t is a momentary lack of control of the muscles of articulation In
the effort to speak. Often the stammerer will come to an absolute
halt, being unable to produce voice. The defect Is sometimes
accompanied by irregular spasmodic movements of the face,
tongue, neck or body, caused by the effort made to produce a
sound or articulate speech.

One form of stammering is commonly known as stuttering.
I t is the unnecessary repetition of a letter or word before passing
to the next; as, "D-d-dog," or "They- they- they went- went out."

Stammering is at the bottom, a mental fault which eventuates
In a physical disability. It is often caused by fear, Imitation or
Improper speech training, and Is really an acquired affection.
Most children who stammer begin to show the defect after their
school life has begun. An Investigation of some of our educational
methods used In the lower grades, where the child *s habits
of speech are In formation, might determine the cause.
Children are sometimes made to read and use words much too
difficult for them to articulate, pronounce or even understand.
The result is the formation of a habit of stumbling, hesitancy,
then stuttering—which may become comfirmed when the child Is
oversensitive, or is made conscious of his habit through Improper
correction or criticism. Difficult sounds are gradually avoided
through fear, until generation of sthenlc emotions upset the entire
vocal mechanism. In the beginning there Is nothing more than
hesitation or stumbling, but finally fear and inhibition follow,
until the child loses mastery of Hs speech. He then prefers silence
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STAMMERING 289

to ridicule or destructive criticism, is governed by the idea that
he cannot speak as others do, and believes it impossible for him to
articulate specific sounds and control himself under certain con-
ditions. It is at this time that we encounter a strong desire to
leave school.

One great difficulty in meeting the requirements of this prob-
lem, is the attitude of parents in calmly waiting for the child to
outgrow the defect. A child thus treated usually continues
stammering for years, driving in deeper his false habits of speech,
developing over-innervation and hypertonicity of certain muscles
and acquiring tics, spasms and reflexes, which would never exist
were the cause known and the defect corrected in its incipiency.

The class teacher can prove the greatest factor in solving the
problem of the stammering child, by preventing the defect or
eliminating it during its first stages. If properly corrected in the
lower grades, each case will respond readily to treatment. I t is
here that we can remove the primary causes, before fear and inhi-
bition produce secondary disturbances and disarrange the entire
mental mechanism. A word in private, after school sessions, may
inspire confidence and induce an effort toward better speech.
When first noticing any stumbling, stuttering, or hesitancy in
recitations, one should gently check the child, without attracting
the attention of other members of the class, and lead him into
a more confident, deliberate and better articulated mode of
expression.

As injudicial advice often aggravates a mild case of stammer-
ing, it is well to warn those who come into direct contact with
children, of the dangers of many popular practices.

A common fallacy in attempting to correct a case is to ask the
stammerer to take a breath before speaking each word or words
that he may fear. The fact that he is made to realize that he must
stop, and unnaturally take a breath, recalls to his mind his in-
ability to speak as others do. He even forms a mental picture of
his past sufferings, and fear predominates to such a degree that
all co-ordination of the nerve centres controlling speech is tempo-
rarily destroyed. He is obsessed by his compulsive idea, " I
cannot say it." It is heresy to attempt to correct stammering by
a conscious control of breath. This method proves pernicious if
applied in any form. The disturbance is not caused by lack of
breath, but by interference with the normal subconscious control.
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There is always enough residual air in the lungs to produce voice.
Since the disturbance is mental and not physical there is no direct
relation between the voice and any particular control of the dia-
phragm* In the first stages of stuttering, the resort to a conscious
control of breath may help the child but, in such cases, other
disciplinary measures would have the same effect without pos-
sessing the added element of danger in their application.

We should never train a child in an unnatural intonation of
voice, in attempting to correct stammering. Many teachers have
tried to produce an unusual rhythmic rising and falling inflection,
almost resembling singing, because of their knowledge that these
sufferers can intone without difficulty. The mere fact, however,
that the child is made to feel that he can utter words only in these
affected tones—which cannot be employed in business or society—
makes Mm dread ordinary speech the more. This method may
produce an ephemeral increase of confidence but eventually pro-
duces a harmful psychological reaction.

Timid, hesitating speech should be discouraged and the child
led to avoid dubious, indirect thinking while speaking—thereby
developing a greater assurance in phonation. He must not be
permitted to avoid a word because of difficulty in pronouncing it,
nor to employ synonyms in which he has more confidence. Should
he develop this habit, then each recurrence of the word will be a
bfite-noir to Mm, increasing his fear of speech.

I t is well to remember that silence will not necessarily improve
matters. To excuse a cMld from recitations—when he is aware
that it is because of his defect—will only increase his lack of faith
in his ability to speak as others do, making a pariah of Mm. This
diminishes self-reliance and, by generating inMbition, will convert
a slight stutterer into an acute stammerer*

Suggestion plays an important part in the correction of acute
cases, but it alone will not cure stammering. I t is possible to
dispel the stammerer's compulsive fear of speech, but while so
doing, we must remove the various secondary causes which are
upsetting Ms vocal mechanism.

Irrespective of the primal cause, it will be found that 90%
of our cases have not their vocal organs fixed in the correct posi-
tion for producing the sound which they are attempting to make*
A boy may try to say "mothern with Ms mouth wide open; an
impossible position for the letter " m , " which requires that the
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STAMMERING 291

lips be pressed together. Therefore, make him produce this sound
correctly and, by breaking up the word into its component parts,
or phonagrams, see that he co-ordinates his vocal organs so as to
give each sound in its proper sequence. In the beginning, the
process is slow and conscious but, very soon, fear of speech itself
is dispelled, confidence restored, and a new subconscious control
of the organs instituted—all of which makes for perfect speech.

The main factor is the teacher's knowledge of the proper work-
ings of the mechanism of speech and how to develop, in the mind
of the student, a new subconscious control of his vocal organs.
A stammerer when saying "dog" will often attempt to produce
the sound of u d " plus " e " before short proceeding to the vowel.
This is not only phonetically incorrect, but in the exertion made to
produce it, over-innervation results and the tongue has difficulty
In assuming the new position for the vowel a o . " Immediately
the brain is conscious of the difficulty and fear of speech so domi-
nates the mind that all co-ordination of the nerve centres is lost.
For the letter "d , " it is necessary to press the tip of the tongue
against the roof of the mouth, just back of the teeth, and to pro-
duce a vibration of the voice in the throat. The mouth, however,
should be quickly opened for the accompanying vowel as soon as
the speaker feels the vibrations of the voice in the throat. This
will prevent rigidity of the muscles employed.

Great care must be exercised to see that the stammerer always
opens his mouth quickly for the vowel following an initial conso-
nant. The psychological reason for this will soon become appar-
ent after careful observation of its effect. Exercises containing
letters with which the child has special difficulty should be prac-
tised silently at first, and with mirrors, before there is actual
vocalization, thereby focusing his attention upon the direct
control of the muscles employed. The sounds should be carefully
studied by the teacher so as to proceed from the known to the
unknown, or from the easier to the more difficult.

When the consonants are diphthongal, it is well, in the begin-
ning, to isolate them, in their proper sequence, so as to prevent
the stammerer from attempting to articulate more than one at a
time, which may produce juxtaposition of the lingual muscles.
This may cause a slow, stilted manner of articulation, but is
better than avoiding a word, keeping silent or stammering. Gradu-
ally, as the fear of speech is lost, and the student commences,
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subconsciously, to give sounds in their proper sequence in words,
he may be permitted to increase Ms speed.

A system of tongue gymnastics should be practised diligently
by the pupil in order to develop the kinaesthetic imagery. These
will make him conscious of the movements of Ms lingual muscles
and develop a better, faster co-ordination.

I t is not necessary for the stammerer, when being corrected,
to elongate the vowels while articulating words, but he should
have plenty of vocal gymnastics in order to intensify Ms auditory
images of them* The development of a new voice is obtained by
a better production of the vowel sounds. This assists in dispell-
ing fear and inMbition* The use of a lower or higher pitch
also assist, psychologically, in restoring confidence, until the
secondary causes are removed. Vocal gymnastics, if thoroughly
practised, will not only intensify the auditory images of the stam-
merer (thus correcting forgetfulness of the sounds of the vowels
or vowel color) but develop stronger vocal chords, producing a
new voice and giving an easier control (removing over-innerva-
tion or the straining to produce sound).

The stammerer needs more rest than the normal person be-
cause Ms efforts to talk are a great drain upon his vitality. Rest
is the best therapeutic measure in all cases of fatigue.

As a final word of general advice to the instructor in correcting
acute cases:—-Lay stress upon? (1) more voice, passing on from the
initial consonant to the following sound as soon as possible; (2)
syllabication of words; (3) daily drill in tongue and vocal gymnas-
tics; (4) silent reading, and the practice of reading aloud before
a mirror. Avoid, (1) silent treatments; (2) breath control meth-
ods; (3) methods employing any unusual intonation of voice
(wMch we have proved to be worthless); (4) use of synonyms for
words that are feared; (5) rhythmic movements of hands or feet
when speaking—and, in general, any tMng unnatural which will but
serve to make the stammerer feel that he is atypical.

In closing I would like to impress upon all the fact that the
advice given above is generic and must be modified to serve indi-
viduals. Every case must be regarded as a personal problem, for
as brains differ, in their thoughts, their reasoning power, their
association of ideas, so the defects of speech arising in brains,
manifest different reflexes wMch one must learn to detect per se.
Many unnatural mental disturbances enter into the personal
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STAMMERING 293

equation with which we have to deal. Therefore when correcting
a case, while we are removing the causes mentioned above, such
as juxtaposition of the organs, over-innervation, rigidity, etc.,
it is vitally essential that we lead the sufferer into new channels of
thought, new associations of ideas and a different subconscious
control of stimuli.
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